Seymour Papert, who died on 31 July, was a mathematician with two PhDs in pure mathematics, from the University of Witwatersrand, South Africa, and the University of Cambridge, UK. He was a founder of artificial intelligence with Marvin Minsky at MIT, a psychologist working alongside Jean Piaget, a political activist against apartheid and, on a personal level, a wonderful cook and loyal friend. Since his death, the web has been awash with reminiscences and detailed accounts of his intellectual contributions, not only to the fundamental subjects in which he was the undisputed leader but also to the field of education, to a scholar who believed and showed that the computer, or at least the very carefully crafted use of the computer, could introduce young and old alike to the joys and power of mathematics and mathematical thinking.
In this short article, we have selected four pieces of work that directly impacted on the mathematics education field and community. Significantly, these are among his less well-known lectures and papers and we hope that, by airing them, the realisation of Papert's vision of a new kind of learnable mathematics may be one step closer.
Visions for Mathematical Learning:
The Inspirational Legacy of Seymour Papert (1928 Papert ( -2016 Celia Hoyles and Richard Noss (UCL Knowledge Lab, University College, London, UK) 1980: Keynote in ICME Berkeley, USA Seymour gave one of the four plenaries at ICME 1980. Sadly, as far as we can tell, there was no transcript produced of Seymour's remarks. We are, however, grateful to Jeremy Kilpatrick (who attended the talk) for pointing us to a 1980 book edited by Lynn Steen and Don Albers, which includes a 4-page synopsis of Seymour's talk. 1 Apparently, Seymour was inspirational. From the abstract, we know that he began: How right he was -as so many of us have now experienced in our own work. Seymour argued for a greater importance to be accorded to the affective side of mathematics; remember that this keynote was 30 years ago, when mathematics education research was firmly grounded in the cognitive paradigm. In particular, Seymour noted how some people tended to identify with mathematical objects: a precursor of the hugely influential movement 'embodied mathematics'? "Do you observe the mathematical scene in your head or are you in it?" he asks (p. 2). And then the punchline that we will never forget: he showed how the "Euclidean propositions can be seen in a different light as special cases of turtle theorems" (p. 3), thus illustrating beautifully how a geometry that starts with the intuitions of body movement rather than abstract points and lines can be no less rigorous but considerably more inviting.
1996: Launching a new journal: the International Journal of Computers for Mathematics Learning (IJCML)
In 1996 (Papert, 1996) The reader will not miss the daring and imaginative style of this metaphor. The article focuses on how the medium of expression can make any specific 'ame' seem 'natural', again using elementary geometric examples as illustration. But Seymour argues:
"…there is no doubt that in general much more can be done at an elementary level with dynamic than with algebraic characterizations of curves".
